What Makes Children Want to Learn? Working with Street Children at a University  by Bademci, H. Özden & Karadayı, E. Figen
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  159 ( 2014 )  651 – 655 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
ScienceDirect
1877-0428 © 2014 Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of the Academic World Education and Research Center.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.12.442 
WCPCG 2014 
What Makes Children Want to Learn?  
Working with Street Children at a University 
H. Özden Bademci a*, E. Figen Karadayıa 
 
a Maltepe University, İstanbul, 34758, Turkey 
Abstract 
In the face of overwhelming feelings children erect defensive structures to protect themselves. Although these defensive 
strategies often protect them from anxiety impede their learning. As a result, many of them academically do quite poorly. 
SOYAC (Maltepe University Research and Application Centre for Street Children) is the only centre at a university to study 
issues facing street children in Turkey. A more fluid and client directed program has been created for street children.  Since 2010, 
a range of strategies are used to engage boys ages 11-17 in different phases of state care, including peer-based interventions, art, 
radio, theatre etc. to create a ‘safe learning environment’. Undergraduate as well as post-graduate psychology students are 
involved in the project along with the boys. Besides students’ actual physical presence their mental presence has been ensured as 
they act as a ‘container’ for boys’ anxieties by giving them substantial help in thinking about and making sense of their 
experiences of the world. In this way boys have the experiences of being thought about that is what primarily needed for learning 
in the psychoanalytic perspective. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of the Academic World Education and Research Center.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Difficulties in learning and thinking are central preoccupations for psychoanalysts as well as for teachers. The 
emotional factors can facilitate or hinder learning. In the scope of this paper, the learning experiences of highly 
traumatized group of individuals, namely street boys, will be explored based on the findings of the attachment based 
intervention through an active involvement of peer-support group at a university setting since 2010.  In this paper, 
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detailed observation reports of the project volunteers as well as the statements of the boys have been used to discuss 
the importance of considering emotional factors in learning and teaching. By creating an emotionally safe 
environment for street boys at a university have been awakened the boys’ desire to learn and ‘hold onto’ the life. 
1.1. The Very First Learning Relationship: Mother-infant Interaction 
 
Street children are highly traumatized, socially excluded group of people. These children and their families do 
not benefit from existing service provision and constantly drop out of education system. In the scope of this paper, 
the reasons behind learning difficulties that street children encounter will be addressed with its roots in infancy. Way 
before children enter school, their minds have been in continuous formation and they come to school with a life time 
of experience (Wilson, 2003) .There is more complex relationship between the internal world of the child and his or 
her external life in the family, the school and the wider community (Waddell, 1999) . With the introjections of good, 
sustaining experiences comes the establishing of good internal objects. Individuals who have not been internalised a 
good enough experience because their mothers were unable to provide a sufficiently safe holding situation at risk of 
the point of transition (Salzberger and Wittenberg et al., 1999) . According to Cicchetti and Beegly (1987) 80% of 
traumatised children can neither regulate their emotional states or trust others to help them, responding with 
amygdala-dependent ‘fight or flight reactions’ (cited in Streeck-Fishes and van der Kolk, 2000 pp. 907). 
Traumatised, maltreated children live to trust non-verbal  knowledge  rather than verbal knowledge (Perry, 2009) . 
Communication being non-verbal in early life, signs of potential danger are generalised and coded to trigger 
automatic responses later (Blaustein and Kinniburgh, 2010).   The defensive mechanisms they have developed to 
overcome these emotions often lead to learning difficulties and a tendency to become violent if they feel humiliated 
or threatened (Youell, 2006, Zulueta, 2009).  They will often experience apparently normal situations as traumatic 
because certain sights, sounds, words, smells and feelings can trigger in them a reliving of an earlier traumatic 
experience which they will attempt to ward off through their violent behaviour ( Streeck-Fisher and van der Kolk, 
2000; Szalavitz and Perry, 2010)  . Their response is commensurate with the stress they feel, focusing on the ‘threat 
of the moment’, described as ‘survival-in-the-moment’ and its duration is part of the ‘survival circuit’ (Saxe, Ellis, 
and Kaplow, 2007) .  Moreover, puberty and adolescence, a critical period for developing cognitive and social skills 
both physically and psychologically, is when the risk of starting life in the streets and getting involved in crime is 
greatest for these young people (Blaustein and Kinniburgh, 2010). Ways of coping include different forms of 
dissociation such as  alienation from self and emotional numbing in anticipation of the harm they fear at the hands of 
people whom they have learnt not to trust and form  relationships with . 
 
2.  Theoretical Basis  of To-gether with Children Project  
 
Adolescence is a period of rebelliousness, confusion and upheaval. Wadell argues that to provide developing 
adolescent with a structure is extremely important which can be achieve with routine requirements of life which 
need to be firmly in place otherwise the adolescent is left in a very frightening position believing his internal turmoil 
to be uncontained and uncontainable (Youell, 2006) . Therefore, in order to rehabilitate and integrate traumatised 
youth back into society they need to develop secure relationships in a containing framework where they can predict 
and be in control to a large extent of what is going to happen and become aware of a routine in their lives. Canham 
draws attention to the very noticeable disconnection between the child and the worker in residential care settings and 
the importance of the need of the children for a relationship that emotionally claims them (cited in Briggs, 2012, 
page. XXIV). Briggs (2012) suggests that in such settings, that it is near impossible to form meaningful 
relationships, as child and carer so quickly pass through each other’s lives. Briggs goes onto argue the need for 
children to be found through a care system involving itself emotionally and existentially with them through a 
meaningful relationship at the micro-level of their existence. Children who have been traumatized will often try to 
subject their therapists not only to the emotional but also the physical experience of being hurt, besides it is almost 
inevitable that the child will bring to the relationship for examination the dynamic relationship between abuser and 
abused (Canham, 2000). Therefore, It is extremely important always encourage and help the volunteers of To-gether 
with Children Project to be curious about meaning of children’s behaviour and to use their observational skills to 
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gather material for thinking and for discussion (Youell, 2012) . In addition, Salzberger and Wittenberg et al., (1999) 
sate that engaging project volunteers in such scrutinisation of their ‘here and now’ is to provide an opportunity for 
learning from experience that such feelings, which we usually relegate to infants and very young children, are 
indeed ubiquitous, that such anxieties continue to exist  to some degree in all of us throughout life.  
 
2.1. To-gether with Children Project 
 
In To-gether with Children Project (TCP), the horizon of psychoanalytically informed approach is extended from 
the consulting room to our innovative practice. The traditional interventions including the one-hour therapy per 
week are inadequate measures for their rehabilitation which requires novel and creative interventions. The teaching 
staff and students of the psychology department constitute the core group running the program consisting of 
workshops assisted by teachers and students from the philosophy, visual and applied arts, drama and dance, radio-tv 
and cinema, law, foreign languages departments and organized to promote the psycho-social and cognitive 
development of the actively participating street boys as well as to facilitate their direct access to the public through 
their products such as photo album. Started at the state care centre in 2010, the program has continued since 2011 
with weekly visits of the boys to the university campus where they receive one-to-one support of purpose-trained 
and regularly supervised students. As well as providing a secure attachment relationship and a desire for survival, 
this approach aimed at surrounding  the participating boys with a caring  matrix has facilitated their rehabilitation by 
that has provided them with interpersonal experiences aimed at developing their capacity to regulate their emotions 
and increase their sense of self esteem and resilience. 
 
2.2. Importance of  Emotional Factors in the Learning Experiences Explored Through Voices of Both the Streets 
Boys and Projects Volunteers  
 
Within the scope of the working model of the To-gether with Children Project (TCP); establishing secure 
attachment relationships through peer-based intervention is strengthened with a social support system which 
involves joyful activities combined with apprenticeship learning (Vygotsky,1978)  and social learning.  These are 
the fundamental and indispensible principles considered to be crucial for motivating children for learning. Street 
boys either rarely or never had experienced a trusting relationship with their caregivers. Therefore, quite expectedly, 
as it can be followed in the below quotations, starting a relationship is not an easy and quick task for the project 
volunteers when they first joined in the project: 
 
‘’In the dinning room I noticed that the children wanted to sit together with former project volunteers with whom 
they have already known from previous years. I reserved a place at the table next to me but none of them preferred 
to sit with me” (project volunteer). 
Boys were constantly being observed seeking for warm, considerate and lasting relationships: 
 
‘’I do hope to be with you and wish that our relationship will never come to an end.’’ (age 16) 
 
As the trusting relationship is progressed, boys have been seen to internalise good experiences that is transferred into 
their future wishes. One of the boys who have started going to school send us a letter. Below there is a short extract 
from it: 
 
 ‘’Now the spring has come, daisies blossomed and I remember the daisy crowns I weaved for you. I will always 
remember you.’’ (age 16) 
 
Once the secure attachment relationships have began to develop between the project volunteers and the boys, they 
start expressing their desire to learn and continue with their education: 
 
 “I have plans for the future but I can not read and write. Maybe I can learn to read and write here.’’ (age 14) 
 
In addition to the trusting relationship, below can be seen that the role of encouragement, approval, appreciation and 
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giving praise are also essential factors both for motivation and learning. 
  
‘’I insisted that I couldn’t do welding in the art workshop. I wasn’t sure of myself, but Teacher M. said ‘’well done, 
students here cannot do as well as you’’ and I felt confident. (age 15) 
 
One of the project volunteers’ observation notes further strengthened the importance of the role of encouragement, 
approval, appreciation and giving praise: 
 
 “He asked me ‘Are you coming to watch me while I am playing football’. I said of course! He said ‘really!’  He was 
very happy and said to me that he would show me what a good goal keeper he was” (project volunteer) 
 
Boys seem to improve their self esteem, self confidence and vividly express their enthusiasm for further 
development. Emotionally safe atmosphere not only allow them to discover their own potential and talents but also 
give them courage and hope for the future. What they have been experiencing within the project would have then 
opened the way for development and desire for learning. Below there are such striking and inspiring statements 
given by the boys and observations of project volunteers: 
  
“He said to me that he wanted to study English and asked me to hold his pencils for him. Then he started listening 
attentively and enthusiastically to me. “(project volunteer) 
 
“Now I am attending a vocational course. I am improving myself, discovering my talents. I would like to invest my 
money into arts and help other people” (age 17) 
 
“Last year I didn’t want to come here since my literacy was not good. But now I don’t feel shy anymore. I read 
books and do exercises. I am proud of myself.” (age 16) 
 
“In fact, I didn’t like myself before, I came to the university, but now I am happy and formed good relationships., I 
didn’t want to go to school before but now my view on school has changed.” (age 16) 
 
“He was surprised to see one of the students  typing with ten fingers.  He said that he wanted to learn too and 
started to try out. He said to me ‘look!  What I have learned.  I will be quicker next week”. (project volunteer) 
 
 “We would not achieve all these if you were not here, you hold us, I love you. “ (age 16) 
 
Statements above vividly suggest that learning is not solely about cognitive experiences but emotional. When 
learners are emotionally and socially supported those people who are highly traumatized could even  begin to 




Findings revealed that by creating an emotionally and socially secure environment through meaningful 
relationship in which children feel contained and have the experience being thought about consequently enabled 
children to be curious and wanting to explore the world around them.  Indeed creating a ‘sufficiently safe holding 
situation’ (Salzberger and Wittenberg et al., 1999) is an essential foundation for learning. 
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